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The Effects of 2 Communicative Approach on the Mathematical Problem Solving Proficiency
of Language Minority Students
(Research paper presented at the Annual Meeting of NERA, Ellenville, NY, October 24, 1996)

Rochelle G. Kaplan Rodrigo A. Patino
William Paterson College Paterson School District

Introduction

Amoﬂg its position statements, the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM, 1995)
has indicated its commitment to equity in mathematics education for all students including language
minority students. Specifically the statement indicates that "cultural background and language must not
be a barrier to full participation in mathematics programs" (p. 20). The Council also stresses that
mathematical problem solving, with its demand for linguistic competence in discerning mathematical
relationships, be emphasized in curricula more than arithmetic procedures and algorithmic routines
(NCTM, 1989). But what exactly do these goals mean in practical terms for students with limited
English proficiency? Surely it is not enough to change textbooks or provide grade level instruction for
all students,

M@ch on achievement of language minority students tells us that although it takes only 2
years to attain conversational competence in a second language, it takes up to 7 years to realize
sufficient second language co:ﬁpetence to achieve in academic areas at the level of native speakers
(Cummins, 1986). This discrepancy in mastery is partiéularly acute in the area of mathematical
problem solving in which words and language are used to express not only concrete facts or
examples, but relationships. These relationships may be overtly stated or, as is more often the case,

have to be inferred from the phrasing of the problem situation. Thus, many mainstreamed students
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with limited English proficiency continue to face the difficulty of learning English as a second
language while studying mathemiatics framed in language that can be conﬁasiné even to native
speakers. The difficulty these students often encounter in mgthematics classes and their poor
performance on subsequent assessments of their leaming of mathematics, therefore, may be unrelated
to their potential for learning and understanding mathematics concepts and procedures. Rather many
language minority students are likely to be forced into a pattern of failure simply because they do not
yet undersfand the language in which mathematics problems and cbncepts are embedded.

Logic dictates, then, that if we are to take .the NCTM's recommendation for mathematics for
everyone seriously, we need to have some very specific adaptations in insfructional methods for
language minority students, particularly for those in mainstream classes with monolingual teachers.
In general, these adaptations should include techniques from the field of English as a second language
or bilingual education and those of current practices in mathematics education focusing on
communication. Toward this end, we have developed a method for teaching mathematical problem
solving for use with students who have limited English proficiency. The implementation and

assessment of the effectiveness of this method provide the basis for our study.

The instructional method we developed began with an ethnographic examination of the
techniques Rodrigo, the co-investigator, regularly used in teaching mathematics to his sixth grade
Spanish/English bilingual class of approximately 30 students. This class contained student.s who had
been in this wmﬁy anywhere from a few weeks to just under three years, from a variety of Spanish
speaking countries of origin, and with a wide range of English competence frdm none to near

mainstream levels. The more advanced students were considered Level IT English users as rated on



the Maculaitis inventory of language skills. However, because many of fhe students were not in this
country long enough to take the test, they were considered Level I English users.
The goal of our collaboration was to refine Rodrigo's use of bilingual and ESL techniques so

as to bring them into line with the C

issued by the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics in 1989 and reinforced by its later
Professional Standards (1991) and Assessment Standards (1995). Further our goal was to make these
techniques .accessible to mainstream mathématics ¢lassroom teachers with ESL students.

We began by selecting several problems from the district's sixth grade mathematics textbook
normally used in his class. Rodrigo then taught these problems to the students in his natural way
utilizing bilingual/ESL techniques while I videotaped these sessions. Each problem took a minimum
of one full class period to complete. Following the videotaping, we viewed the tapes together and I
recorded the sequences of activities and techniques used. From these notes I was able to abstract a
generic sequence of essential activities and processes in which Rodrigo engaged across problems.
This sequence became the starting point for the instructional model during the subsequent week.

Over a period of several weeks, the teaching method underwent this progressive formative
evaluation ll;ltil finally five essential components, each with some degree of elaboration, became
defined. Several processes remained central to the method throughout, but several other components
emerged as we refined Rodrigo's techniques. In particular, a focus on phrases rather than on particular
word meanings became salient. The five key components of the method appear in Appendix A and
included:

1. Providing a linguistic warm-up to the problem - This component has its roots in bilingual

educational techniques. It requires that the vocabulary and the situational context of the problem be



discussed before any mathematics is addressed. The warm-up provides a cognitive-linguistic set for
students and, most importantly, enables them to attach some personal meaning to the problem.

2, Breakdown of the problem into natural grammatical phrases - This component should
occur before students attempt to solve the problem. It is a key element in our techniqué derived from
whole language and literacy instructional philosophies and goes beyond simple vocabulary building.
Instead it focuses on the breaking down of longer sentences into natural grammatical phrases - a
process in v&nich students can take on increasihg responsibility as the instruction progresses. The idea
here is to teach the students a téchniqlie for word problem analysis - a way of understanding the
meaning of the context and mathematical relationships expressed in the problem - and then to
encourage them to use that process independently.

During the natural grammar phrase analysis process of this methbd, the meaning of the
problem is derived from the utilization of a variety of non-verbal techniques adapted from
ESL/bilingual education. These enable students to derive the linguistic and mathematical meanings
embedded in the problems by using graphic representations (diagrams, charts), gestures and
physical enactments and or role playing of the relationships in the problem, and by rephrasing the
problem components in their own words. A sample of a problem broken down into natural
grammatical phrases appears in Appendix B. The technique for using this problem would include:

1. Discussing transportation in general, leading up to different kinds of boats

2. Put problem on overhead and read through once

3. Have teachers read through once

4. Ask for first natural phrase break - take suggestions - then show first break on

overhead



3. Ask for meaning of phrase - clarify with pictures where needed - Go Phrase by

phrase for vocabulary and meaning until problem is completed

6. Ask teachers to restate the whole problem in their own words - including

mention of facts of problem and question that problem asks

(Clarification of question and meaning of question through DPhysical demonstration

- with someone who is motor boat and someone who is sailboat would be appropriate).

3. Stu&ents work out the problem in pairs. During this process students are expected to
provide both a solution and an explanation for why they did what they did. We suggest that students
be provided with calculators to be used as needed.
4, Students present their own solutions to the group. Problem solutions and explanations are
put on overhead transparencies to be shared with the group upon completion of the work. Two or
three student pairs should share their work each day.
5. Students create problems with similar structures which are subsequently shared with the
rest of the class and solved. These too may be conveniently placed on overhead transparencies.
The Data Collection Procedure

In order to assess the effectiveness of this technique, once developed, we utilized a pretest-
posttest method of validation. To do this we selected a group of 20 problems from a supplemental
problem solving book (Cook, 1987). These problems were presented in fairly simple language, but
varied in mathematical content (fractions, whole number operations, logic) and leant themselves to
a variety of solution processes (charts, diagrams, arithmetic). From among these problems, 8 were
. selected to serve as pretest/posttest assessment items. The other 12 problems were utilized for

instructional purposes. What we wanted to do was very pointedly to focus the students' attention on



how to analyze long word problems into their meaningful units of expression so that the important
facts, relationships, and questions of the problem could be understood without direct instruction from
the teacher. Therefore, we deliberately selected problems that would present less of an arithmetic
challenge and more of a communication challenge.

Prior to conducting the formal instruction, we had students take the 8-problem pretest, first
in English and then in Spanish, to serve as a baseline for assessing their growth as a function of the
instructionﬂ period. On the pretests, students were instructed to obtain solutions and to offer
explanations about how and why they: got their answers. At these times as during some of the
instructional periods, students were provided with the calculatt;rs normally used during their
mathematics lessons. Following an 8-week instructional program using the techniques described
above, the same problems were again administered (with numbers changed), first in English and then
in Spanish. On the assessments, two problems were given per day until all items were completed.
Each administration took approximately 2 weeks to complete. After students moved or were
transferred to other classes, 24 students remained who participated in the complete program of
instruction and assessnient, 14 of whom were at Level II in English and 10 of whom were at

Level L. |

Following the administration of the posttest items, performance on pretest and posttests was
compared. The assessments were scored for accuracy and for quality of explanations, each on a 4-
point scale (see Appendix C for scoring system).

Results
Utilizing t-tests for related samples, comparisons were made between test scores within each

language. We did these analyses for the class as a whole, for the 14 members of the class who had



the highest levels of English proficiency, aﬁd for the 10 students who had minimal or essentially no
competence in English. Resulté pertainigg to the 14 students with the greater English proficiency are
presented here because these students are most like the mainstreamed ESL students that the majority
of monolingual teachers deal with daily.

As depicted in the Table found in Appendix D, we found that:
1. Students did not demonstrate significant differences in their accuracy scores for problem
solving whén taken in English or Spanish although there was a strong trend for scores to be higher
in Spanish both at pretest and posttest times (Pretest t(13) = 1.77, p = 0.097; Posttest t(13)=1.73,
p =0.104).
2. Students significantly increased their accuracy scores in both English and Spanish from pretest
to posttest times, (Spanish (t(13) = 4.66, p < .01; English (t(13) = 2.53, p <.05).
3. At posttest time, English accuracy scores were higher than Spanish pretest accuracy scores,
though not quite significantly so (t(13) = 1.73, p = 0.105).
4, Students demonstrated virtually equivalent explanation scores in English and in Spanish. This
was the case at both bretest and posttest times (Pretest mean for Spanish and English = 1.01;
Posttest = 1.20).
5. Students did not significantly increase their explanation scores in either English or Spanish
from pretest to posttest time, although there was a trend toward an increase in these scores in both
languages (Spanish t(13) = 1.16, p = 0.265; English t(13) = 1.04, p = 0.317).
0 i Xmplicati

Using pretest-posttest assessments, we found‘that our method for teaching mathematical

problem solving to language minority students utilizing a combination ESLbilingual and current



mathematics education teaching techniques enabled them to become more successful independent
mathematical problem solvers. On the one hand the techniques enabled these students to apply those
arithmetic procedures with which they were familiar to contexts that went beyond rote computation.
It also provided them with tools for independent work in mathematics. On another level, the problem
solving activity itself provided these students with another channel for raising their use of English in
academic contexts - it acted as a language building tool.

Wé believe that the techniques that were applied here can be applied to o?her subject areas
as well and that they can provide monolingual teachers with an improved method for communicating
with language minority students. It does this through the introduction of a problem analysis strategy
that can be incorporated iﬁto lessons at varying levels for students at different levels of linguistic
competence. Further, the method should be adaptable and useful for working with native English
speaking students who have difficulty with mathematics word problem analysis because of limited
literacy skills or habits of avoidance that have developed around word problem analysis.

We now would like to expand the piloting of this technique and evaluate its effectiveness with
monolingual teachers who have ESL students mainstreamed in their classes. In this context, we have
considered syétematicélly varying some of the components to determine which are essential and WMch
might be further adapted, eliminated, or elaborated. We would also like to extend the range of
mathematical problems used so that more mathematically challenging open-ended problems are
included in further piloting and assessment of the method. Finally we would be interested in training
a cadre of teachers in the school district in which the study was conducted in using this technique and
assessing the extent to which it impacts on students' performance on a statewide competency test

taken in eighth grade.
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APPENDIX A - PROBLEM SOLVING PROCEDURE UTILIZING
NATURAL GRAMMAR PHRASES

1. Linguistic Warm-Up: Focus discussion on special vocabulary
words and problem context

2. Natural Grammatical Phrases Breakdown

A)Teacher reads the whole problem through slowly and
fluently, as it is projected on the overhead.

B)Teacher has students repeat the fluent reading exercise

(meaning not addressed at this point)

- C)Teacher models phrase-by-phrase reading of the problem for

meaning - (use gestures, pictures, translation, personal
experience, other English words; spiral the reading of phrases until the
whole problem has been discussed in terms of meaning)

D)Students repeat phrase-by-phrase reading of the full problem

E)Students take responsibility for phrase-by-phrase analysis

F)Ask students to rephrase problem in their own words

G)Ask students to record the facts and the question of the
problem

3. Have students solve problems in pairs including explanations
(have some pairs write their solutions on overhead transparencies)

4. Have students present problem solutions on overhead
transparencies and discuss

5. Ask students to write problems that are similar to the one done
and share their created problems and solutions

10
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APPENDIX B - MOTORBOAT PROBLEM*: AN EXAMPLE OF
"NATURAL GRAMMAR PHRASES"

A motorboat travels 30 miles in the time a
sailboat travels 10 miles. At that rate, how
far will the motorboat travel when the
sailboat has traveled 60 miles?

A motorboat travels 30 miles

in the time

a sailboat travels 10 miles.

At this rate,

how far will the motorboat travel
when the sailboat

has traveled 60 miles?

* Problem adapted from: Cook, M.C. (1987). Numbers and words: A Problem per day.

New Rochelle, NY: Cuisenaire Company of America.
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APPENDIX C - SCORING CRITERIA FOR PRETEST AND POSTTEST

Computational Accuracy Score
0 Answer is missing or completely irrelevant to problem
1 Answer is completely incorrect

-2 Answer is almost correct except for a small
computational error

]

3 Answer is completely correct

Quality of Explapation (Scored regardless of accuracy of answer and appropriateness
of solution strategy)

0 No explanation or diagram
1 Student provides only a sketchy explanation of the solution strategy
2 Student provides a detailed §tep-by-step account of what was done

without telling why the strategy was used
3 Student provides an accurate, complete, and reasonably clear
explanation describing step-by-step what was done and why the

solution strategy used (even if the answer has a computational
_ error) _

12
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APPENDIX D - RESULTS OF THE STUDY IN TABLE FORMAT

Accuracy ' Explanation

English Spanish t-score English  Spanish t-score
Pretest 1.76 1.97 1.77 1.01 1.01 =
Posttest 2.28 2.55 1.73 1.20 120 o—-

t-score 2,53 4.66** 0.317 0.265
*p<.05
**p <.01
13




SO e
ERIC

:U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI)
Educational Resources lnformation Center (ERIC)

REPRODUCTION RELEASE

(Specmc Document) -

I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

Tie: The Effects o Commanicetive ﬂﬁ)m acl, n P Ma¥lenaticelt
Probolory, Solving /mﬁcmﬂc Y Lang# W'Mmonﬁ/ Stzctocts

autnorts): o chelfe & fé%ﬁ/qr\ L _Kodrigo [T F2hnd

Corporate Source:

William Fateyson @//éj/o ﬁ /4%

Il. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:

In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educahonal community, documents announced
in the monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced
paper copy, and electronic/optical media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS) or other ERIC vendors. Credit is
given to the source of each document, and, if reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document.

Publication Date:

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following two options and sign at

the bottom of the page.

X
t

__Check here

For Level 1 Release:

Permitting reproduction in
microfiche (4 x 6" film) or
other ERIC archival media
(e.g.. electronic or optical)
and paper copy.

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits. If"permission
; to reproduce is granted, but neither box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1.

The sample sticker shown below will be.
affixed to all Level 1 documents

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND.
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL
HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

\O _
&
6’6

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER {ERIC) -

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS
MATERIAL IN OTHER THAN PAPER
COPY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

\Q
&
6’6

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 1

Level 2

-1

Check here

For Level 2 Release:
Permitting reproduction in
microfiche (4° x 6" film) or
other ERIC archival media
(e.g., electronic or optical),
but not in paper copy.

! hereby granno the Educaaonal Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive perrmss:on to reproduce and di. ssemmate
this document as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic/optical media by persons other than
ERIC employees and its system contractors requiras permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-pmf it
reproduction by libraries and other service agenczes to sansfy mformaaon neads of educators in response to discrete inquiries.®

Sign
here—
please

Signature,

Watect_fpien,

. Printed Name/Position/litle:

ﬁac%e//«'; & /%P/dn /%B

OrganizaudrVAddress :

H Clery cq/z//n ¢

W/liam /4//01/6 m&%
Forrd I'(z%/zzn,{@ Mfocg

Telephone:

7. §3)-§ 0?(

c)@ | -SFs =367

-1 E-Mail Address:

Date:

////aa/%

W Bype NI 97479

M///w,ﬂmvmmbt

(over)



Ill. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source,
please provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is
publicly available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are
significantly more stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor:

Address:

Price:

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER_:'

If the right to grant reﬁ;ddu&ioh ?élease’ is héld by ébrﬁeoﬁg Oﬂ'.lél.' than the add}éssee, plea_iée brpvide the éppropriate name and address:

Name:

Address: _

V. WHERE T0 SEND THIS FoRM:

Send ghis form to thé.fé'lléwing ERIC Clearinghouse: -~~~ == e e TR

ERIC Clearinghouse on Assessment and Evaluation
- 210 O'Boyle Hall

The Catholic University of America
Washington, DC 20064

ot Lo 2 T " T

However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making. a_ﬁ'urisplicit_éd. contribution to ERIC, retum t-his.:ibrfn (and the document being
contributed) 0: .. Ll e e . i, Tetum this 16

L

R -+ .-~ ERIC Processing and Reference Facility -
" 1100 West Street, 2d Floor
Laurel, Maryland 20707-3598 ’ ’ T

Telephone: 301-497-4080
Toll Free: 800-799-3742°
FAX: 301-953-0263 -
IO :--@-mail: ericfac@inet.ed.gov
WWW: http:/ericfac.piccard.csc.com

s o vy vk e a an

Toxt Provided by Enic [ .- e - Ve e e - . . - N - s s e .. - “ - -

Q
ERICesa



